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The cover is a pencil drawing by Danilo Matteini of Westlake.
David W. Hill photographed the baskets, and Tom Roe was the field
photographer at the sycamore tree.
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John Peabody Harrington (15884-1961)
The photograph is a family heirloom handed down by Chumash friends
to their descendants in the Yee family,
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The Wind Sycamore

SOME ]. P. HARRINGTON NOTES
ON A VENTURERO CHUMASH SHRINE

Edited with a Commentary by

Travis Hudson

INTRODUCTION

Between the years 1804 and 1808 an adobe structure was erected
on the east side of the Ventura River and some five miles from the
sea near the old road which leads through Casitas Pass. This build-
ing, however humble it may have been, served as a religious outpost
for Mission San Buenaventura, itself then under construction. The
assistencia received the name Santa Gertrudis, and with it the neo-
phyte Chumash who lived and worked in its surroundings. By the
1870’s the tiny chapel fell into disrepair and subsequently into ruins.?

The chapel site was of course looked upon as sacred by the
Roman Catholic Church, but of special interest is that it was con-
sidered no less so by the Ventureiio Chumash. As gray-robed priests
gathered their followers around them to conduct prayers beneath the
oaks and sycamores at the chapel, they were Christianizing a Chumash
ritual that had preceeded them into unknown depths of time. The
process was no doubt intentional: as souls were to be converted to
Christian ones, so were the locations upon which pagan rites had
been performed. And at Santa Gertrudis this meant converting the
symbolism attached by the Chumash to one particular natural feature
of the area: a large sycamore tree.

Despite the efforts of the padres, Chumash beliefs concerning
the sycamore survived even the chapel, and Ventura historian Sol
Sheridan was to record them. His colorful description is worth
quoting in full:

The spot had always been a sacred one to the Indians.
There at the point where the Casitas Pass road branches from
the road to Ojai, stood their own sacred tree—a great sycamore
under whose wide-spread boughs they had always assembled to
worship their primeval god, and amongst whose leaves, even
down to modern times, they were used to hang their offerings
of gay feathers and bright cloth and the skins of wild animals.



Fernando Librado Kitsepawit (1504-1915)
Probably born on Santa Cruz Island, he lived his early years in Ventura.
(Lompoe Valley Historical Society photo)

Those who came after them grew to call that sycamore “The
Wishing Tree,” and a belief arose that a wish breathed beneath
its shade would always come true. And, still later generations of
lovers came to whisper vows there, and to know it as the “Kiss-

ing Tree,”

Sheridan was not alone, however, in recording Chumash beliefs
about this special tree for anthropologist John Peabody Harrington
became another. Harrington, who devoted a great deal of his in-
terest in Indians to the Chumash, was to leave us with his descriptions
in the form of rambling and scattered fieldnotes collected between
the period of 1912 and 1915 while he was in the Ventura area. He
interviewed local residents of Ventura about the tree, as well as an
aged Chumash informant named Fernando Librado Kitsepawit, a very
warm and charming old man who was to provide Harrington with
considerable information on other Chumash rituals in Ventura.® These
notes, found among Harrington's boxes of papers in the Smithsonian
Institution’s anthropological archives, are provided below and form
the purpose of this paper. I have attempted to retain the original
wording whenever possible by slight editing and organizing. A com-
mentary in the form of footnotes is included. The endnotes were
added by Grant Heil, Editor.

FIELDNOTES

Mrs. del Campo,® a very old Spanish California lady who has re-
sided for many years in Ventura, said that a sycamore tree by the
Casitas road was shaped like an arch. This arch was oriented so
that its opening faced toward the south, just like a door. There was
a hollow in the tree near the ground at one end, and here the Indians
would deposit acorns, pine nuts and beads; they would also deposit
baskets of ants at the tree. In front of the tree was a level place
used by the Indians to erect an enclosure of brush.* Here some would
dance and others would cry.

Within the hollow of the tree a god was hung. It was about
two and a half feet long, unpainted and made from wood. It had

® The wife of Flavio Martinez del Campo.

# The brush enclosure was called the siliyik and is described in
The eye of the flute®
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arms and legs; and the head had eyes, nose and mouth with feathers
coming out of the nose. The thing [god?, arms?] was suspended
by plugs from the shoulders, and there was a halo of hawk feathers in
back of the god. The hollow itself was decorated with needlework
and beads.

When the Indians wanted to wish someone wrong, they would
turn a leg or an arm on the god and think that they had caused a
corresponding affliction on their enemy.

An informant® said that girls used to be afraid when they passed
a certain tree. She called the tree “Aliso del Viento” [Wind Syca-
more]. There was said to always be a wind near the tree. They
thought the idol in the tree was a god; they made offerings there.
The chiefs, and not just anybody, would pray there. To cause ill to
enemies, one would turn the peg. If one turned the peg in the idol’s
head, it would cause pain in the head; if one turned the peg in the
stomach, one caused a bellyache. When one turned the peg in the
arm, the whole arm moved and would stay in position. The legs
were so pivoted that they moved forwards. There were joints at the
groin and at the knees. The body of the idol was of wood, unpainted
and a natural color. The limbs were slender. The head was set on
the shoulders and the figure lacked a neck. The terminations of
the limbs were slightly larger, but no digits were marked. The body
and the whole of it was made round, and the face was merely the
smooth surface of a cylinder. The eyes were large dots, eyebrows
were two broad curves and the mouth a simple straight line. The
eyes, eyebrows and nose were painted black while the mouth was
painted red. In the ears were rings of wood as big as a fifty cent
piece, placed through a pierced ear lobe. Strings of green glass

® The informant is unidentified, but very probably she is the
Endegunda [sic] Camarillo (Mrs. del Campo) l?'rom whom Harrington
mentions later as having received information on the image. It is
interesting to note that Mrs. D. W. Mott also wrote a description of
the tree and mentioned that a crude figure like a doll, made of
asphaltum, was placed there. This doll, she said, was the “Spirit
of the Tree” and is now in the Smithsonian Institution. Perhaps Mrs.
Mott was aware of verbal references to the figure as well as Harring-
ton’s interest in it; therefore associating the object itself with the
Smithsonian Institution. There is no evidence at present that Harring-
ton ever collected such a doll.



beads were hung around the neck and shoulders. This image was
about three feet tall, with the feet hung about five inches above the
ground; it is depicted in the drawing,

Radiating from behind the head of the image were hawk feathers,
about twenty in number, each of which was a foot long. The quills
were obscured by the head. In the cavity in back of the idol were
hanging from pegs many bunches of feathers, strings of pine nuts
and the skins of various animals such as the wild cat. Baskets con-
taining offerings of seeds, nuts and so forth were placed there, both
inside [in the hollow?] and outside the tree.

Mrs. Francis® of Ventura said that about five and a half miles
up toward the Ojai Valley and toward the Casitas bridge there once
stood a large sycamore tree that overhung the road. This tree was
on the east side of the Ventura River by Casitas Pass. It was known
as the “Whistling Tree” and was a shrine of the Indians. She said
that the Indians burned candles there and hung sticks with ribbon
around the neck [of themselves?] and that they also placed ribbons*
and fruits there. It was a shrine tree, and sprouts of it are still to be
seen.

Fernando knows the sycamore tree of the wind; he knows just
where it was. The trunk of the tree is still there, and there are also

® Myrtle (Shepherd) Francis.

* Making offerings, with the idea of creating favorable conditions
and to avoid unfavorable ones, is typical of southern California In-
dians; and there are known examples in which such offerings were
tied to trees. Latta describes the Yokuts custom of haniing charm-
stones from trees in order to call fish up stream, or to bring about
favorable hunting.® Zigmond mentions the Kawaiisu practice of at-
taching feathers or eagledown to brush and trees as an aid in in-
creasing the success in deerhunting.” Fernando told Harrington
about the suspension of “whistling stones”, through which the wind
would blow and produce supernatural magic which could be used in
creating love between a boy and girl. Another of Harrington’s in-
formants, Juan Justo, spoke about the Chumash practice o haniing
feathers “from the tallest tree there was, sycamore or some other,
and that the Indians also hung finer feathers called shoHshu”. The
shoHshu, Justo said, was blown to the four cardinal directions during
the course of the night by a very strong wind. Applegate working
from Harrington's placename notes, recorded that tge name of the
Wind Sycamore tree was Ka'agta'waq, which meant “north wind".®
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Myrtle Shepherd Francis

new sprouts. When Fernando was taken to the place, he seemed
reasonably sure where the tree had stood. He said that José Ray-
mundo,® a Muwu* Indian, was a medicine man who knew how to
cure people by means of the god of the Wind Sycamore.

Endegunda Camarillo® is the woman who told me of the image
of wood in the wind sycamore. She married Don Flavio Martinez.
Simplicio Picot doubts the story of the image; but she is the oldest
of the Camarillos.

José Raymundo Ti'mé was Fernando’s grandfather, and a man
well ver:ed in Chumash knowledge concerning the use of supernatural
powers,

* Muwu is the Chumash name for a large village located at what
is now Point Mugu.

“ In her father’s will she is called Ildegunda, in other legal
it is Yldegunda; but Aldegunda in a diary. AR

t Simplicio Pico was one of Harrington’s Venturefio Chumash in-
formants; he died in Ventura in 191810

9



€ Tom Roe

Fernando said that Chig'neq’sh® was the son of the wind, and
that "Alaliwaiya®* meant “hung thing in midair from a high thing”
which was the Chumash name for Ballard Canyon; it was a shrine
such as they have here in Ventura.” Fernando remembers seeing

® Chig'neq’sh was also said to have been a “child of the clouds”.
A myth about his supernatural birth and later his encounter with the
“devil” can be found in December's child. 1

# Or ’Alaliwaiyan, meaning “one that hangs”; this was the name
iven to the shrine-tree located in Alamo Pintado Canyon, north of
anta Ynez,12

® The Ventura shrine referred to is probably ‘Twayiki, located
\}'cst of Ventura on top of a hill. It is described in The eye of the
flute. 2

10

A grove at the turn of the century

at the Depository-of-the-Things-of-the-Dead® the head and body of
a wooden jointed doll on which traces of former paint could be seen.*
Jointed dolls were quite common with the head and body of one
piece and the arms and legs, each a separate piece, pegged on.

ENDNOTES

In the voluminous biography of her mother, Myrtle Shepherd
Francis almost pinpoints the location of the sycamore during a trip

® Offerings of various sorts were made at shrines, including things
which had belonged to the dead. Hence the name given.

* Fernando is describing dolls of common use, but his general
description is remarkably similar to the Wind Sycamore idol.

11
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